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The Illinois History Fair Teacher Handbook is a compilation of 
materials to assist new and veteran teachers, and students embarking on 
their Illinois History Expo experience.  The idea behind compiling these 
guidelines is hopefully to provide new teachers with a comprehensive 
source to answer questions regarding Illinois History Expo. 
 
A positive aspect of the program is the freedom students are afforded 
when deciding on their topic, and picking a format.  This breadth of 
freedom may also extend to the individual’s approach on how to 
disseminate their historical information.  Indeed, students must follow 
the rules and fit their project into history fair categories, but creativity is 
encouraged. 
 
A section on hosting your school history fair was authored by Jim 
Berezow of Unity Point School in Carbondale.  This is a very important 
aspect of the program and we hope you will realize the many benefits 
for your students after reading the section.  Many of your questions may 
not necessarily be answered by reading the handbook.  If this is the case 
please call Education Services and we will do our best to help.   
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Dear Teacher, 
 
Your first year working with students in the Illinois History Expo program will 
most likely involve being asked quite a few questions.  We hope this handbook 
will help you in answering some of those questions.   
 
Illinois History Expo is an innovative way to teach students the importance of 
learning state and local history.  It allows your students to communicate a story 
they have personally selected, in a variety of truly exciting formats.  Writing and 
performing a drama, videotaping and editing a television style documentary, 
constructing an exhibit with their artwork, photographs and labels, or writing a 
research paper. These are projects the kids really enjoy doing and more importantly 
gain a variety of new learning skills.  The program does cross disciplines, but the 
focus always remains on the social sciences and importance of studying Illinois’ 
history and attempting to analyze and connect the topic with broader themes. 
 
Every one of your students—not just those receiving superior ratings—will benefit 
greatly from their experiences researching and developing an Illinois History Expo 
project.  We think you will too. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
 
 
Education Services Staff             
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REGIONAL, EXPO 
AND 

NATIONAL HISTORY DAY 
 
What Is Illinois History Expo? 
 
 
Illinois History Expo is an annual statewide competition that gives junior and 
senior high school students (grades 6-12) an opportunity to win awards and much-
deserved recognition by researching state and local history through various history-
related projects pertaining to Illinois.  
  
Many schools host their own history fair and advance the best entries to the 
Regional History Fairs which are held in the early spring at college campuses 
throughout Illinois.  Projects and papers judged to be superior advance to the 
statewide Illinois History Expo held each May in Springfield.  Selected projects 
entered in the National History Day competition will represent Illinois at the 
University of Maryland in mid-June during the National History Day contest.  
 
Illinois History Expo is an excellent and exciting academic exercise that improves 
student learning skills in a variety of disciplines.  Students will improve research 
methods as they explore Illinois’ rich history and share their newly-acquired 
knowledge with classmates, parents and teachers from across the state.  
Recognition students receive from their community, school, and family for 
academic achievement is meaningful and important.   
 
Students are invited to enter projects in any of these categories: essays and research 
papers, exhibits, dramatic performances, and media. 
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Illinois History Expo Awards and Scholarships 
 
 
Superior, Excellent, and Good awards are given at both the Illinois History Fair 
Regional Fairs and the Illinois History Exposition.  Students also receive written 
evaluations from the judges. 
 
Research and Writing Awards are given to 14 papers published in Illinois 
History magazine during the school year. 
 
Illinois College Scholarships are awarded to two high school students who write 
the best research papers on the Civil War and Illinois. 
 
The Governor’s Award is given by the Illinois Historic Preservation Agency to 
the School judged to have done the most to advance the study of Illinois and local 
history, both in the classroom and in the community. 
 
Abraham Lincoln Association Awards are presented to the best junior and senior 
high papers. Each award is $500.00. 
 
Illinois & Michigan Canal Awards, all categories are considered for these 
awards. 
 
 Center for French Colonial Research Paper Awards are offered to the best 
research papers related to this topic.   
 
Illinois Association of Museums looks for a unique and well-designed exhibit to 
recognize with cash prizes. 
  
Many other awards sponsored by statewide associations are also available. 
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Benefits of the Program For Teachers and Students 
 
 
• Provides history teachers with an innovative instructional tool 
 
• Students develop research skills and the ability to locate source materials 
 
• Students pick their own topic on Illinois history and the type of project they 

wish to develop 
 
• Helps refine presentation skills in writing, visual projects, and dramatic 

performances 
 
• Students develop critical thinking and problem-solving skills to manage 

information 
 
• Encourages the study of state and local history by offering students a variety of 

disciplines to communicate their research 
 
• Helps students develop a sense of history as change over time as they learn 

analytical skills 
 
• Gets students out the classroom and into the community to investigate local 

history 
 
• Gets students in touch with the history that changed their own community 
 
• Involves parents and other members of the community in education 
 
• Regional contests expose students to the universities in their state 
 
• Gives public recognition to both students and their teachers 
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History Expo Do’s and Don’ts 
 
• Do select a topic that is interesting and unique 
 
• Don’t pick an over used topic, but if you must, attempt to research a 

topic that occurred as a result of the big picture  
 
• Don’t select a topic that is too broad  
  
• Don’t confuse a history fair project with a current event 
 
• Do tell a story and why the story is important and relates to areas in 

the larger perspective 
 
• Do remember history is about change over time 
 
• Don’t just list facts and chronicle the topic 
 
• Do explain to the reader or viewer why the story is important and 

analyze the subject 
 
• Do use a variety of sources, and make an effort to locate primary 

sources such as newspapers, diaries, oral interviews, and journal 
articles  
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Local history fairs are beneficial to teachers, students, 

parents, and communities. 
 
 
They promote excellence in education and allow students to assimilate skills that will be 
applicable for a successful educational career. Several suggestions for the WHYS and HOWS of 
holding a local history fair are listed below. 
 
Why schools should hold a local history fair: 
 
1.  Promote local, regional, and state history to your community. A local history fair is an 
excellent way to educate your community of the history that abounds throughout the state of 
Illinois. Make an effort to have some projects address and document local or regional history. 
Community pride can be developed especially when local and regional history is emphasized. 
This is also a great way of showing the community that your school's history department is 
actively involved in the recording and preservation of local, regional, and state history. 
 
2.  Give all participating students recognition for their work.  History fair projects represent 
a great deal of work for the students involved.  A local history fair gives teachers the opportunity 
to give recognition to all students, including those students who are not selected to advance to 
regional competition.  The history department should hold an awards day for all students where 
reinforcement of a job well done and recognition is bestowed. Celebrating the learning 
experience will deepen the student appreciation of their research and overall educational 
experience.  Recognition by teachers, parents, peers, and the community will develop pride and 
confidence in participating students 
 
3.  Show students in the lower grades what to expect.  Students in the lower grades who are 
not yet involved in history fair will become excited about history if allowed to view local history 
fair projects.  Young students will also know what a quality project looks like and thus will be 
able to plan ahead.  The local history fair as part of the curriculum will become stronger each 
year if students in the lower grades are allowed to get involved. Set up a schedule so that all 
lower classes will be able to view the local history fair without being too crowded or rushed for 
time. Conclude by giving the students time to ask questions after viewing the projects.  
 
4.  Challenge students to qualify their projects for regional competition.  By taking only the 
top projects to regional competition, all students will be challenged to do their best work in order 
to receive the reward of going to a regional fair.  Project creativity is an element that will 
noticeably develop as students try to make their projects unique.  Here is the opportunity for 
students to express their knowledge in a variety of new and exciting formats.  Weak projects 
should not enter regional competition.  The quality of each project needs to be the main focus 
when selecting projects for regional competition.  
 
5.  Teach students to research topics, locate primary sources, and develop writing skills.  
Hosting an in-school history fair is an excellent idea for involving your students in learning 
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valuable research, writing, and other skills.  Your students will incorporate the understanding of 
history with methods of language arts, electronic media, music, etc., to tell a story about the past.  
Finding primary sources to bring history alive is another skill that students will find necessary to 
acquire.  In addition, students will also develop critical thinking and problem solving skills.  
Involvement in Illinois history fair projects is an exciting and innovative teaching tool that will 
get your students out of the classroom and into the community to investigate their past. 
 
6.  The local history fair will become a part of the curriculum.  Establishing a local history 
fair and using it as a part of the grading system will allow the fair to become a part of the 
curriculum.  
 
7.  Get the community involved. Invite the community to the local history fair and place 
interesting projects in public locations to create interest.  Involving the community often taps 
primary sources that may have been previously unknown and can be used for future projects. 
 
8.  Parents become involved.  Hosting a local history fair can involve parents in the student's 
education.  Teacher/student contracts and teacher/parent contracts can actively involve parents to 
insure that projects develop on a timely manner.  It is also an excellent way to make positive 
parent/teacher rapports. 
 
9.  Weaker projects will improve the following year.  Comments from teachers who are 
experienced in running a local history fair have stated that the quality of projects increase from 
year to year.  This is no doubt credited to the increased skills of the teachers involved as they 
cultivate experience, but also to the competitive nature and pride of the students involved.  Using 
cooperative learning methods also helps students learn from each other and improves the quality 
of projects.  
 
10.  Great amount of control by the teacher to structure the fair. The local history fair allows 
teachers to recognize the students who excel at this initial level.  The subjectivity of the hundreds 
of individuals involved in the evaluation process at the regional and statewide exposition will 
always be present.  School history fairs can be more objective with the local teacher in control of 
judges and making final decisions on who advances to the regional fair.  As the classroom 
teacher is aware of the amount of work each student invests, he/she can serve as a more informed 
arbiter. 
 
How to hold a local history fair 
 
1.  Volunteer versus mandatory.  Which students should get involved? Many teachers require 
all students to participate in the local history fair while others operate on a voluntary basis only.  
Often much depends upon whether or not the students are required to participate in the school's 
science fair.  This is an issue that can be resolve through interdepartmental cooperation. 
 
2.  Set a date for the local history fair early.  Once you have decided to hold a local history 
fair, the teacher responsible should decide on a date with the school superintendent or principal.  
This will help avoid conflicts with other school activities that have been scheduled by the 
science, music, or art departments.  
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3.  Contact the state or local history fair director.  In order to coordinate the local history fair 
with the regional and state fairs, the local history fair sponsor should contact the regional history 
fair director or state directors.  Let them know you want to start a local fair.  At the state level, 
Keith Sculle (217)785-6916 or Pete Harbison (217)782-2981 should be contacted as soon as 
possible.  They will provide all necessary information for the local sponsor to contact the 
regional director and to coordinate the two fairs. 
 
4.  Get the media involved.  The local sponsor should contact the assignment editors from the 
local newspaper, television and radio stations.  Let them know that you are holding a local 
history fair.  Invite them to attend and to film or interview students and staff.  Educate them as to 
what a history fair is. Surprisingly, the media is usually uninformed and are more than happy to 
cover such a unique event.  This recognition by the media is simply an irreplaceable source of 
motivation.  
 
5.  Advertise.  Use school resources to advertise.  Create a local history fair web page for your 
school.  Advertise on hallway bulletin boards, the school paper, lunch menus, posters, flyers, and 
place history fair pictures from local, regional, and state fairs in the school yearbook.  Also, 
history teachers should decorate their rooms with pictures from previous fairs.  Motivation 
radiates from these pictures when students see their peers involved in a history fair and the 
surrounding events. 
 
6.  When to start—a potential time line.  Teachers should give their students as much time as 
possible to work on their history fair projects.  An introduction to the history fair should begin 
the first month of school and should continue throughout the year with the teacher having project 
checks every few weeks or as needed.  A potential time line follows. August/September  Send 
informational letter to parents/guardians about the local history fair and time line necessary for 
the completion of student projects.  Students should select topics of interest, and begin collecting 
bibliography sources.  October/ November  Select at least five primary sources, collect pictures, 
gather materials for projects, design a layout for backboards, write scripts, design model and 
media layouts.  December/January:  Begin to put final project together, write annotated 
bibliographies.  February/March  Complete summary sheets, check for details, creativity, 
neatness, and presentation of design.  The local history fair should be approximately two weeks 
before the regional history fair in order to forward advancing student names with project 
information to the regional director.  
 
7.  How do you get started?  Guidelines will be mailed to you once you have contacted the 
regional or state directors.  When this information is received, share it with your students 
immediately.  Guidelines are provided for each of the categories that the students may enter.  
 
8.  Contact your local library.  Please do not overload your local librarian!  Let them know that 
your students will be involved in researching local, regional, and Illinois history.  Provide a list 
of possible research topics.  Libraries may be able to stock possible research topics if they are 
given enough advanced notice. 
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9.  Judges.  The evaluation of projects can be completed by the local sponsor, members of the 
local staff, qualified parents, history graduate students, faculty of nearby colleges, or a 
combination from this list.  Rely on yourself or immediate members of your staff if it is more 
comfortable to do so.  As you gain experience, you may want to make use of other resources in 
your community. 
 
10.  Which projects will advance?  Remember that weak-projects should not advance to 
regional competition.  The regional or state directors will provide a copy of their evaluation 
sheet that can also be used at the local level.  Whether you use the state evaluation form or create 
your own guidelines, remember to reward projects that have emphasized attention to details, 
neatness, creativity, and complete documentation of some aspect of history from beginning to 
end. 
 
11.  How to give awards and recognition.  Set aside time after your local fair to recognize all 
students that participated.  Medals, ribbons, certificates, pins, books, gift certificates, etc., can all 
be used as a form of recognition.  Categories for recognition of projects could include:  Superior 
(those projects that will advance to regional competition), Excellent (projects which fall just 
below the numerical value needed to qualify for regional competition), Most Creative, Best 
Design, Most Improved, etc.  Include any other category you can imagine so that every student 
will be included.  During the awards ceremony take many pictures so that you can create a 
bulletin board for the following year. It cannot be emphasized too often that motivation through 
praise, pictures of peers at the local, regional, and state history fairs, and awards will help turn 
your local history fair into a successful addition to your curriculum.  
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Summary Statement Form 
 
 
Regional and State Summary Statement Form 
 
Students must fill out a summary statement form to provide insights for the judging 
team.  Students are not interviewed at the regional or state history fairs, so the 
summary statement form allows the judges answers to relevant questions regarding 
the development of the history fair project.  The following questions must be 
answered by the students. 
 
1. Explain the main theme of your entry.  How and why has this topic gained an 

important place in history? 
2. Briefly explain why you became interested in researching your subject.  
3. What was the favorite part of the project? 
4. Explain the stages involved in creating your entry. 
5. How much time did you spend researching and developing your project? 
6. What did you learn from your research?  Did you find any conflicting 

information about your topic while you were researching?  If so please explain. 
7. Please explain the project’s relationship to Illinois history. 
8. Attach a bibliography of the sources you used.  Include any oral history 

interviews.  Also list libraries, museums, or other institutions you have visited 
for your project. 

 
National History Day Entries Questions 
 
1. What is the relationship between your Illinois history entry and the theme for 

National History Day? 
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How Illinois History Fair Projects are Evaluated 
 
 
Quality of Analysis: 
 
Does the project ask and answer a question or questions?  Better projects ask and 
answer more important questions than who did what and when.  It asks why.  It 
answers the question(s) in steps lending to a logical conclusion.  It relates the 
answers to broad items of interest to many people.  For example, a project about a 
business’ history will ask:  “Were there others like it elsewhere?  What happened 
to them and why?  Is there a pattern or is the project dealing with an isolated 
event?  Do the facts support the conclusion? 
 
Historical Knowledge 
 
Does the project demonstrate understanding of relevant factual information or does 
it include superfluous as well as relevant information?  Does it effectively use 
important information at all points in the steps of analysis leading to the 
conclusion? 
 
Quality of Sources: 
 
Are a variety of sources (primary documents, secondary accounts, oral interviews, 
statistics, and illustrations) used?  Better projects make use of each of the above.  
Weaker projects rely heavily on one source.  Encyclopedia articles may be used for 
an overview of the topic but not as a main source for the project. Make sure your 
internet sources are sound. 
 
Quality of Presentation: 
 
This realm depends exclusively on the look of the project.  Is it neat and orderly 
helping the viewer or reader to see the project makers point, not drawing the 
viewer’s attention, for example, to bad spelling, uneven exhibit labels, incomplete 
footnotes, or sloppy typing 
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Workshops, Publications and Videos 
 
 
To encourage the ongoing development on educators and students the Illinois 
Historic Preservation Agency’s Educational Services Staff offers the following 
programs and materials that will enhance your knowledge of the Illinois History 
Fair program and the history of Illinois. 
 
Teacher Workshops-The Illinois Historic Preservation Agency Office of 
Education Services sponsors teacher workshops during the Illinois History 
Conference held every October in Springfield.     
 
Illinois History- Three issues per year feature a specific topic in each issue, and 
students write the articles for this on-line publication. 
 
Illinois History Teacher- One copy is sent to each history and social studies 
teacher in Illinois.  Contents include teacher readings and related classroom 
activities.  Excerpts from the Illinois History Teacher are included in this Teacher 
Handbook Packet.  These learning activities will improve your student’s ability to 
analyze history and interpret the past. 
 
Illinois History Fairs Video Series 
Illinois History Fairs: Learning From Illinois Past Length 11:11 
Teacher to Teacher Length5:2 6 
Getting Started on Illinois History Expo:  Length 8:12 
Designing and Building Exhibits for Illinois History Expo: Length 11:30  
Springfield Race Riot: Length 10:00 (senior high individual performance) 
Chicago Stockyards: Length 10:00 (senior high individual performance) 
 
Illinois History Fairs is a three-part series that highlights both the fun and 
educational opportunities that students experience while preparing for and 
participation in Illinois History Expo.  
  Learning form Illinois’ Past follows a group of students from the time they 
research and prepare a project to their involvement at the regional and expo.  
Teacher to Teacher provides an educator’s perspective on how best to prepare 
students for history expo. Getting Started on History Expo guides students 
through process from choosing a topic to selecting the right category (research 
paper, media, exhibit, or dramatic performance).  Learn some basic dos and don’ts 
when starting on your history expo journey. 
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Choosing a Topic 
 
 
How do you choose a topic? How do historians select topics for their research? In 
both cases the answer is the same:  people start with things that interest them.  
These interests are often too general in scope to turn directly into a research topic, 
but at least they provide some general direction and a basis for looking around the 
library and asking others for advice. 
 
The next step often is to look for a readily available group of primary sources in 
your general area of interest.  Since you do not have a lot of time to search for 
primary sources, it is often advisable to find them before defining your topic too 
narrowly.  Professional historians do the same thing.  They often talk about how 
their specific projects have grown out of the primary sources they have found.         
 
Once you have a general topic the next step is to make your project manageable.  
This means carefully defining your subject.  The suggestions on this page are 
meant to help you narrow your topic after you have found a suitable group of 
primary sources to serve as the core of your research.  First, each working title 
should indicate the people, the place, and the time of the topic.  The first page of 
your research notebook might be a series of titles recording possibilities and ideas 
for your consideration.  As you think about each topic, try to turn the title into a 
major question which will provide a focal point for your research activities.  By 
formulating questions you might start to favor one title over another, helping you 
make a final decision on your topic.  Plan to take some time in choosing a suitable 
topic.  All in all, a week will probably be needed just to choose a topic, find some 
useful primary sources, and define the problem you want to address in your 
research. 
 
How does one go about making a project interesting?  There are two ingredients 
for insuring interest.  First, if you remember back to the day you started, you 
selected a topic that interested you.  Whatever your topic is, you chose it for your 
own reasons.  As you plan your presentation, your enthusiasm for your subject will 
show.  Do not try to hide it!  Enthusiasm is infectious:  when people sense that you 
are excited over something, they become interested. 
 
Second, you must narrow your topic for your audience.  What is it you wish your 
audience to see?  What is it you wish them to understand?  People will lose interest 
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if your project appears to be aimless or lacks a thesis that is easily understood.  
Why is your topic important to your audience?  

 
 
 

 
The next logical step after choosing a topic and narrowing it down to manageable 
proportions is to decide on a format for the presentation of your research.  There 
are five major ways in which you may present your findings:  (1) by writing a 
research paper, (2) by constructing an exhibit, (3) by putting on a dramatic 
presentation, (4) by producing a video presentation, or (5) by leading a walking 
tour.  Each category has within it several different approaches and there are also 
some formats, like a guided tour, that could be considered separately or might be 
included, as we have here, in conjunction with a video show.  It is wise to select a 
format before you make a schedule and begin your research because each format 
imposes some special requirements.  
 
 Think carefully about all five of the alternatives.  That way you can be surer of 
your choice and you might even run across some tips or pointers that can be 
adapted to another format.  Each requires some special skills and you certainly will 
want to assess your own particular strengths and weaknesses as well as the 
resources available to you.  Don't be misled into thinking that choosing a format is 
always an easy decision or one that can be made quickly 
 
A summary statement is used to accompany an exhibit, a performance, or a video 
presentation.  It is a short, written account, usually only two pages in length, which 
provides information about your project.  It clarifies the basic thesis of your 
research by noting the questions it asks, the documents used to find the answers, 
and the way you went about doing your project.  It answers basic questions such 
as:  What happened?  How did this change occur?  Why is this important? And 
what does this conclusion mean? 
 
 
The major differences between exhibits, performances, and video presentations on 
the one hand, and historical essays on the other, are the way the findings of your 
research are presented to an audience.  An essay takes the reader through a topic 
from beginning to end, stopping here and there to examine its various aspects.  
There is a logical flow of ideas from the first page to the last.  In exhibits, 
presentations, and performances, however, the results of the research are presented 
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visually.  When people view them, they must be able to grasp your thesis or major 
argument through what they see.  
 
 
 Then why have a written summary statement for visual presentations?  There are 
three major reasons:  1.) Explain your goals and your research design. In other 
words, explain your purpose and the process of putting the project together.  Where 
did you get those interesting photographs?  Why did you choose the costumes that 
you did?  Why did you decide to do a video presentation?  2.) List your 
conclusions and the supporting evidence. Your critics will compare what you say 
in your summary statement with what they see in your project.  Every conclusion 
in your summary ought to be clearly evident in the project.  In your statement you 
may elaborate on your conclusions and acknowledge the sources for any specific 
ideas you may have borrowed.  In other words, you are to provide documentation 
as if you were writing an essay.  3.) List the institutions where you did your 
research.  Tell people how you went about doing your work.  Which libraries, 
museums, and historical societies did you visit?  How did you get those oral 
interviews that were so interesting?  Which librarians, museum curators, teachers, 
and community people assisted you?  What problems did you encounter?  Be sure 
to include a complete bibliography of the sources you used.  
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The Steps in a Research Project 
 
 
 
There are seven major steps in any research project.  Note the outline on page 31.  
Together they suggest that any research project follows a systematic plan.  
However, the actual process is usually much more complicated because you may 
be forced by circumstances to skip around, go back several steps in order to make 
some revisions, or even define the topic in a slightly different way because of the 
sources you found or could not locate.  There may be many good reasons to deviate 
from this plan of attack or to return to an earlier step.  For this reason we have 
included the dotted lines at the far right.  However, try as much as possible to stay 
on track and proceed sequentially through the seven steps. 
 
The chart and the outline refer particularly to a research paper.  Projects of other 
types, in general, follow the same major steps, but each has its own special 
demands as well.   
 
In every case it is a good idea for a beginning student to use the appropriate chart 
along with a calendar to plot a schedule for the project.  There are deadlines to 
meet, other assignments to complete, a social life to consider, and perhaps a job to 
work.  Remember that research and writing are done best in consistently large 
blocks of time (two to four hours).  Like anything worthwhile, doing a history 
research project takes a considerable amount of time. 
 
If you devote a week to each major step in the flowchart, you can expect to spend a 
total of about seven weeks on your history project.  But be prepared to spend at 
least three of those weeks on Step III, researching, and perhaps an extra week on 
writing the first draft in Step V since this is usually the hardest part to do.  
Remember that time to revise your paper is essential.  Even the most gifted writers 
need time for revision and correction.  
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 The Stuff History is made of: 
Some Primary Sources 

Formal Personal Documents 
 

Contracts and agreements 
Wills 

Court records 
Certificates and licenses 

Receipts 

Institutional Records 
 

Charters and constitutions 
Membership registers 

Minutes 
Correspondence and reports 
Programs and publications 

Records 

Informal Personal Records 
 

Diaries and memoirs 
Financial statements 

Letters 
Memoranda and notes 

Family and household records 
Photo albums 

Home movies/video 

 
Government Documents 

 
Court proceedings 
Laws and edicts 

Constitutions 
Reports and proceedings 

Treaties 
Records and census data 

The Arts 
 

Fine arts 
Graphic arts 

Music 
Design 

Photography 

Publications 
 

Treatises 
Periodicals and newspapers 
Histories and biographies 

Travel accounts 
Literature 

Maps 

  
 
  

Popular Culture 
 

Folklore 
Mass media 

Organized sports 
Songs and hymns 

Advertising 

Artifacts 
 

Tools and machines 
Money and stamps 

Containers 
Furniture and furnishings 

Clothing and personal care 
Toys and amusements 

Transportation equipment 
Communication equipment 

Architecture 
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Secondary Sources 
 

 
 
Almost all types of research are cumulative.  This means that any particular 
project is built on a foundation of prior research.  Secondary source readings 
will provide this type of a foundation for your project.  Secondary sources 
are the reports or products of historical research and recollection that have 
been done in the past.  These efforts are recorded in books, journals, 
pamphlets, newspapers, and occasionally in unprinted manuscripts.  
Knowing something about them is a key to a successful effort.  There are 
seven major types of secondary sources you might use in the course of your 
research. 
 
1. Textbooks.  The place to begin any research project is with a general 

textbook, perhaps the one you are currently using in class.  History 
textbooks are usually organized in chronological order, proceeding 
period by period.  Thus they provide excellent ways for you to develop 
the general context for a project. What was going on during this period?  
What was happening at the same time?  How does your topic relate to 
these developments in the mainstream of history?  You might also 
consider using a second textbook, perhaps a general survey designed for 
a college course, or even a more specialized text used in advanced 
college courses. 

 
 
2. Reference books.  Encyclopedias, special historical dictionaries, 

handbooks, and historical atlases provide excellent summaries, 
overviews, and graphic materials for most topics.  An encyclopedia 
designed for students like the World Book usually has study aids at the 
end of the major articles.  These include outlines, basic questions, and 
suggested readings.  Advanced reference encyclopedias like the 
Britannica often provide long, detailed essays by leading scholars on a 
variety of topics. 

 
 
3. General works.  Historical accounts appear in a variety of formats.  Most 

are organized by period, decade, or topic, like a history of the Progressive 
Era, an account of the 1960s, or the story of railroads in Illinois.  Some 
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general works are collections of brief studies; others use a comparative or 
thematic approach to combine several related topics into one book.  
Remember that you are not expected to read the whole book when doing 
research.  Use the table of contents and the index to locate the sections 
that are useful. 

 
 
4. Biographies.  A biography is a written account of a person's life.  Often a 

biographer will spend a lot of time placing the subject's life in a broader 
context, leading to a "life and times" book.  Others focus on the 
personality or psychological makeup of a person.  Collective biographies 
treat the lives of a group of people as Prairie School architects or women 
reformers.  

 
 
5. Monographs.  A serious, detailed study of one particular subject is called 

a monograph.  A study of Lincoln's career as a state legislator or the 
colonization work of the Illinois Central Railroad are examples of 
monographs.  These studies are always based directly on the primary 
sources.  General works, in turn, are usually based on monographs. 

 
6. Articles  Articles in scholarly journals, magazines, newspapers, 

yearbooks, and other periodical publications may either be very 
specialized like monographs or very broad in scope like general works. 
Because articles are usually shorter pieces, they are very useful to consult 
for ideas and to use as models.  Scholars value articles because they 
usually represent the most current work on a topic.  Parts of many 
monographs appear first as articles.  Magazines like American Heritage 
feature articles addressed to general readers.  These are probably the best 
sources for locating statements on why particular topics are of interest to 
contemporary readers.  

 
7. Reviews.  Book materials are often very technical in nature.  You should 

be aware-that these types of studies exist, but do not be troubled if you do 
not get a chance to use all of them.  Reading a critical book review of a 
study in your area of interest will not take much time but will alert you to 
areas of current debate.  You can easily locate book reviews through 
several types of indexes which the reference librarian will be happy to 
locate for you.  
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Primary Sources and Documents 
 
 

 Although secondary sources like textbooks, reference books, 
historical accounts, and biographies are very valuable to consult 
throughout any research project, the original part of your work will 
rest most heavily on primary sources.  The dividing line between 
primary and secondary sources is not very rigid and many books 
could fit into either category.  But primary sources include much 
more than books and other printed materials.  The list on the next 
page does not include every possibility, but it is enough to get you 
started thinking about places to look for information that is 
"primary" to your research topic. 
 
 Each type of source poses some special challenges.  If, for 
example, you decide to use a building as a primary source, you 
might profit from talking to an architect, a builder, or someone in 
the construction trade about buildings in general and your structure 
in particular.  Each of these people has some expert knowledge on 
buildings as source materials.  Another suggestion would be to ask 
a librarian to help you find a book or an article on using buildings 
as sources.  Dozens of such helpful guides exist and most of them 
were designed for beginning students.  Then there is a whole field 
called architectural history which has its own books, magazines, 
and journals that you might want to consult for examples, 
suggestions, and general approaches. 
 
 
 Documents are particular kinds of primary sources.  They 
are written records which preserve the memory of a person, place 
or event.  Written records are the primary sources most often used 
by historians.  In all research projects it is necessary that you 
provide references to written records to document your 
findings. 
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 Documents, of course, can contain mistakes.  It will not 
always be easy to separate the facts they contain from the opinions 
they express.  Any type of written material can be considered a 
document in some sense even though these records were originally 
made for a variety of different purposes.  Every historian must do 
some detective work to establish the accuracy and the original 
purpose of the documents he or she wants to use.   
 
 
To be a good detective you must carefully identify a document and 
look for clues to help put the record into its original context. As 
you can see, the process of finding and analyzing documents is a 
major part of historical research. Actually many fine research 
papers have been centered on the analysis of a single primary 
source or a small group of related documents. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Dramatic Performances 
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A dramatic presentation is one of the most moving ways to present the 
results of your research. It is, by definition a group activity. Both the 
researcher and the audience are present at the same time. Since you normally 
have only one chance to present your work a dramatic presentation calls for 
careful planning and lots of practice before the actual event. 
 
Many dramatic presentations involve more than one actor.  These group 
efforts call for cooperation and a spirit of goodwill among members of the 
group.  Attempts to show off or to call attention to one's self often work to 
the detriment of the collective effort.  If you are thinking about participating 
in a cooperative dramatic presentation, you must be prepared to give up 
some of your own ideas in the interest of the group as a whole.  There will 
be some inconvenience in meshing different schedules and probably some 
imbalance in the division of labor.  Theater demands a team effort and team 
players. 
One mark of a good team player in a historical drama is the energy the 
individual contributes to Steps II, III, and IV in the chart on the next page.  
This is when the research is done, the themes developed, and the script is 
written. 
 The special challenges of a dramatic presentation, whether a solo 
performance or a group effort, are balanced by the exceptional opportunity 
to personally communicate a story to the audience.  The impact can be 
electrifying for the performers as well as the audience.  Someone once said 
that memory was the proof of life.   
 The special challenges of a dramatic presentation, whether a solo 
performance or a group effort, are balanced by the exceptional opportunity 
to personally communicate a story to the audience.  The impact can be 
electrifying for the performers as well as the audience.  Someone once said 
that memory was the proof of life.  Nothing really happens 
to us until it becomes a memory.  Then it enters our personal history, 
permitting us to contact life and share the experience with others.  In this 
sense every dramatist is a historian, helping people enrich their lives by 
building upon their memories.  A dramatist not only shares memories, but 
presents them in a striking and memorable way.  In the process the highest 
and best ends of history are served. 
 When planning a dramatic presentation you might want to consider 
several different formats.  A monologue has only one actor who relates a 
story.  The account may be about a person, place, or time.  In the first 
instance the actor may summarize an individual's life or tell stories so the 
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audience gets to know his or her personality.  In the case of time, the 
monologue can center on an important event or recall what life was like 
during a past era.  A place can also be the focus of attention as the 
monologue tells what happened at a particular location over a series of years. 
 A dialogue involves two or more people.  They can speak to one 
another, take turns talking to the audience, debate an issue, argue with one 
another, or converse across time as when one person is in the present and 
another is living in the past. 
 A skit centers around some action involving a plot and involves two 
or more actors.  A tableau is a special type of drama in which the actors are 
part of a scene.  They are frozen in time but take turns stepping out of the 
picture to "come alive" and tell their story.  A pageant is another dramatic 
format which might be thought of as a tableau in motion, like a parade.  
Pageants usually are large productions with such a sizable cast that they are 
often held out-of-doors. 
 

Tips for Performances 
 
 
• Get an idea, look around, talk to people and think about the 

topic 
 
• Define the topic and then write a thesis statement 
 
• Research primary and secondary sources and look over notes 

before writing an outline  
 
• Research before thinking about the performance aspect 
 
• Rehearse, until you can do the performance in your sleep and 

then rehearse some more 
 
• Conduct rehearsals before live audience and seek criticism on 

both content and technical aspects of the performance 
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• If necessary conduct more research and revise your 
performance 
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Tips for Writing Research Papers 
 
 
• Start by developing an idea; look around, talk to people, think about what 

interests you 
 
• Define the topic  
 
• Research primary and secondary sources and write outline based on your 

research notes, thesis statement and new ideas cultivated from 
researching the subject 

 
• Write first draft 
 
• Write clear, simple direct sentences 
 
• Let nouns and verbs do most of the work 
 
• Vary the length of sentences in a paragraph 
 
• Avoid first person statements 
 
• Stay in the past tense 
 
• Use the passive voice only for transitions 
 
• Remove unnecessary words  
 
• Revise the first draft, rewrite, revise again and polish 

 28



Tips for Top Exhibits 
 
 
• After selecting a unique topic that interests you start your research 
 
• Look especially hard for primary sources 
 
• Write a outline and thesis statement 
 
• Find the visual elements that will dramatically tell your story 
 
• Orientation is extremely important, make sure the title and subtitle are 

prominently displayed and clearly convey the thesis and subject of the 
exhibit 

 
• Segmentation.  Make sure the exhibit is organized into subtopics and the 

starting and stopping points are easy to find 
 
• Explanation:  Use clear concise captions and text to identify pictures, 

documents objects or maps 
 
• Analyze the significance of the story 
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 Questions about your Final Project 
 
 
 
My Illinois History Fair paper/project is 

about___________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________.  This 

story is not just about (person/event) but rather an explanation of how and why (your 

specific topic) ____________________________________________________________ 

is an important story in our history, and has affected society by_____________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________.  

The history of (your topic) ____________________________ fits into the larger scope 

and overall history of this general subject by____________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________.  

What has significantly chanced in society due to your topic’s impact on our history?  

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________ 
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A Plan of Attack 
 
Seven Steps in Writing a Research Paper 
 
I. Getting an Idea 
 A. Looking around 
 B. Talking to People 
 C. Thinking about the topic 
 
II. Defining the Topic 
 A. Developing the hypothesis 
 B. Limiting the scope of the project 
 C. Scheduling your time 
 
III. Researching 
 A. Researching Secondary Sources 
  1. Developing a bibliography (3 x 5 cards) 
   a. Using the card catalog (books) 
   b. Checking the Readers’ Guide (articles) 
   c. Consulting the librarian    
 B. Researching Primary Sources 
  1. Developing a bibliography (3 x 5 cards) 
   a. Checking footnotes and bibliographies 
   B. Using institutional and community resources 
  2. Taking notes (4 x 6 or 5 x 8 cards) 
  3. Listing new ideas, questions, and sources to check 
 
IV. Outlying the Paper 
 A. On the basis of your hypothesis 
 B. On the basis of your notes 
 C. On the basis of new ideas from your list 
 
V. Writing the First Draft 
 A. Using the outline to organize your notes 
 B. Writing one paragraph at a time 
 C. Developing the footnotes 
 D. Employing special care to: 
  1. State the hypothesis in the introduction 

 31



  2. Answer the key question in the conclusion 
 
VI. Criticizing the First Draft 
 A. By outside readers  
 B. By yourself 
 
VII. Polishing the Apple 
 A. Checking the first draft for: 
  1. Grammar, punctuation and spelling 
  2. Form and prose style 
  3. Content and accuracy 
 B. Revising the first draft 
  1. Additional research 
  2. Checking the details 
  3. Rewriting 
 C. Preparing the final draft 
  1. Checking for neatness 
  2. Final proofreading 
  3. Packaging 
 

 32



 
 

Media Presentations 
 
 
 
 
 Any dramatic presentation can be produced on a videotape.  Other 
types of research projects also lend themselves to a video or a slide show 
format.  Because film is such a flexible medium, there are many ways to go 
about it.  The chart on the next page outlines one approach, but if you are 
thinking of a video presentation you will also profit by looking at some of 
the other how-to-do-it charts as well. 
 
  
 In every case, however, the quality of the production will depend 
largely on the amount of research that you do and the creativity of your 
approach.  It is always wise to have more information and ideas than you 
can use.  Then you can select those that seem to be the best, the most 
workable, or the most consistent with your overall theme.  
 
 Be sure that a central question animates your script and ties all the 
parts together.  If you start with a good historical question, every part of the 
production should have a clear part in formulating an answer to the question.  
The central question also will guide your research efforts.  In developing 
answers, major themes will emerge and these can become the subject 
headings for the different scenes or segments of the videotape. 
 
 The sneak preview is a very important part of your efforts because 
here you have a chance critically view your work.  Don't be surprised if you 
find that some parts need to be redone .  It often takes professionals many 
tries before they get satisfactory results.  In developing a critique of your 
program start with the central historical question.  Is it stated in some way at 
the beginning?  Does it provide a core for the program to which all the 
segments relate?  How is the question resolved at the end of the show?  
When you have good answers to these concerns you will be ready for the 
premiere.  
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Tips for Top Media Presentations: 
 
 
• Get an idea; look around, talk to people, think about the topic 
 
• Pick a subject that can be photographed 
 
• Define the topic 
 
• Conduct research using as many primary sources as possible 
 
• Write a thesis and outline 
 
• Are there adequate visual sources for you subject 
 
• After the outline is finished write the script and storyboards 
 

• Audio quality and clear, well-paced narration is very 
important aspect of a quality video or slide show 
documentary 

 
• Pick the best visual images to convey the meaning of the script 
 
• Avoid excessive camera moves (zooming, panning and tilting) 
 
• Use a tripod  
 
• Interactive computer programs are allowed at Illinois History 
Fair but are 
 not permitted at National History Day  
 

For more information, call the Education Services at 
(217) 782-298, e-mail: pete_harbison@ihpa.state.il.us  
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Illinois Historic Preservation Agency, 1 Old State 
Capitol, Springfield, Illinois 62701 
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